This article reviews the recent developments in the debate on secularisation to establish the context within which the articles in this collection are located. It argues that the debate is complex and multi-faceted, and has been subject to refocus and redefinition in the last decade. The article traces the contributors' previous interventions in the debate, and summarises the articles in this volume. It concludes that the theme of secularisation remains of continuing interest to scholars precisely because it has such broad collections between history and other disciplines. Moreover the secularisation debate continues to engage scholars on different sides of the enlightenment divide.
has also appeared in new discussions of urbanisation and the utilisation of public space.4 It has also developed an offshoot in contemporary discussions about the nature and future of education. 5 Moreover those engaging in the debate find their views are influenced by the emergence of such ideas from the miasma of the discussion. Even in literary scholarship the issue of secularisation seems to be one capable of amendment and revision: in July 2015
Jeremy Gregory wrote that 'a distinguished and leading literature specialist, who as recently as 2005 had accepted the traditional secularising narrative of the period, now wants to put religion centre-stage as a key context and shaper of the literature and culture of the age. '6 To add to this complex picture, proponents of secularisation themselves refine and revise their ideas in the light of the debates so that it sometimes appears to lack a wholly stable definition. Stephen Chavura and Ian Tregenza have pointed out that there is a paradox in the fact that, as terms like 'secular' and 'secularisation' are more widely used in society does not see secularisation and modernity in quite the same relationship as earlier proponents of the theory. So religious ideas remain relevant and important in various societies but Martin suggests their general displacement from a traditional role in societies is one that can be thought of as secularisation.9 Both Milbank and Martin's reformulated definitions have an indistinct and generalised quality that enables, rather than reduces, multiple interpretations. Charles Taylor's restatement of secularisation in 2007 presented a much more complex picture than classical secularisation theory. On the one hand he argues for secularisation's 'hegemony of the mainstream master narrative' but rejects 'subtraction stories' in which history seems to be a process in which people gradually cast off the shackles of religious control and superstition. Moreover Taylor's chronology is much less clear than those of earlier theorists; the Renaissance, the Reformation, the Enlightenment and scientific revolutions all play their parts but not in a linear causal relationship to secularisation. They may have enabled men and women to shed the 'immanent frame' but Taylor does not claim any direct causal relationship. He places much more emphasis on ideas than events, so that the 'nova effect' of growing humanism separated people from any connection with the supernatural or a transcendent power. Taylor places considerable influence on movements such as Deism in the eighteenth century, which seemed to point to both individualism in religion and religious differentiation, and which placed Christianity almost beyond definition.
Yet paradoxically Taylor argues that secularisation has left a gap in people's lives that has to be filled. And filled it can be, he says, by art, music, poetry and other transcendent forms.10 Steve Bruce's upbeat re-statement of secularisation theory in 2011 asserts that secularisation is a consequence of subtle but powerful features of modernization. Using a tidal analogy, religious experiences may ebb and flow, but faith is essentially retreating because each generation fails to transmit it to the next. Individualism and the erosion of the plausibility of religion mean that faith cannot withstand the inexorable march of the modern world. Bruce even contests the often-cited claim of American exceptionalism; he argues that while European and American secularising processes may be different there is no doubt that America is also experiencing the spread of modernity. But even Bruce accepts that some of the problems for secularisation as a theory have been caused by its diffusion and misuse by scholars. Secularisation theory stands in the dock and is impeachable because its proponents have been too loose in using it as universal solvent for many historical and social trends.11
Scholars have also developed a sense of the dense complexity of the secularisation debate, most notably in Ira Katznelson and Gareth Steadman Jones's collection of essays Religion and the Political Imagination, which challenges classical secularisation theory and places it under the microscope, questioning whether it is an inexorable process and whether it can be defined in the way scholars have previously done. 12 Katznelson and Steadman Jones have also suggested the idea of 'multiple secularities'. 13 Their view of contemporary secularisation is informed by historic treatments of the separation between politics and religion, such treatments they suggest should become more differentiated. All of these views seem to be distant from Weber's interpretation of secularisation.
Clearly the secularisation debate is one which shows no sign of abating. Rather in the same way that some scholars suggested a decade or more ago that the controversy over the optimistic or pessimistic view of the eighteenth century Church of England had runs its course, so those who think there cannot be more to be said on secularisation must be David Nash's critique of secularisation is rooted in the relatively renewed scholarly interest in the idea of historical narrative, and its power. Nash views the unfashionable nature of meta-narratives as a source of the adoption of secularisation theory, but emphasises that secularisation itself has become such a narrative with all of the inherent problems of flagging explanatory power. If secularisation has become, in his terms, 'a belief system', it is incumbent on religious historians to treat it in the same way as they would a religious faith and subject it to the same types of analysis. The narrative analytical approach, Nash argues, enables historians to describe individual experiences within faith and also within secularisation. Three such locations of narratives which Nash explores are urbanisation, feminization and the place of universities. These three, so Nash claims, are able to be deployed by proponents and opponents of secularisation theory in defence of their positions.
Narratives like these also lend themselves to explorations of 'moments' in the development of belief and unbelief. Those moments can be gradual turning points, such as Edward some respects the issue of the Enlightenment, whether or not it is freighted with the universal determinism so often adopted by its proponents, is one which continues to frame the debate on secularisation. As a result in 'post-Enlightenment' and 'Enlightenment' societies the discourse on secularisation continues to be one of the most potent and significant of public debates.
